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ROOSEVELT’S “TREE ARMY”
THE CIVILIAN CONSERVATION CORPS
IN FLORIDA
by

T

JERRELL

H.

SHOFNER

Civilian Conservation Corps— officially known as Emergency Conservation Work until 1937— was one of President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s favorite New Deal programs and
certainly one of the most popular among the American people.
Roosevelt saw great opportunities in the prospect of an agency
which would help stimulate the devastated economy of the nation while salvaging two of its most valuable resources, the land
and the nation’s youth. At the president’s urging, Congress
enacted a law on March 31, 1933, authorizing emergency conservation work in which 300,000 young men could be employed
in wholesome work preserving the nation’s natural resources.
Although the rules changed over time, the original idea was to
employ single men between the ages of eighteen and twentyfive, primarily from families on relief, who were willing to allot
from $22 to $25 of their $30 salaries to their dependents.1
That some camps were opened and operating less than two
months after enactment of the legislation belies the enormous
task of organizing and coordinating the project among the several agencies involved. A cooperative arrangement evolved during April according to which Robert Fechner, a former labor
leader, would head the program and would report to the president. An advisory council composed of one member from each
of the cooperating departments— Labor, Army, Agriculture,
and Interior— would assist him. The men would be selected by
the Department of Labor, working through the relief agencies
in the states. The Department of the Army would enroll, feed
and clothe, house, and transport them to the camps. It was soon
decided that the army would also supervise the day-to-day acHE
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tivities of the men in the camps as well. The agencies of the
Departments of Agriculture and Interior were to select the work
projects. While the army was in charge of the men in the camps,
the National Park Service, the Forestry Service, the Bureau of
Biological Survey, the Soil Conservation Service, and others
supervised the actual field work. While there was occasional
inter-departmental bickering, it was insignificant in comparison
to the overall success of the arrangement.2
One of the earliest modifications of the program came in
response to the Bonus Marchers who were demanding early
payments of the bonus which had been established in recognition of their service during World War I. Anxious to avoid a
confrontation with the veterans, Roosevelt and Louis Howe, his
close adviser, offered them places in the newly-created
emergency conservation work. Several thousand veterans aged
thirty-five to fifty eventually served in the program. They were
assigned a quota system similar to that provided for the younger
enrollees. Quotas were allotted, first by state and then by county,
according to population.3
The program was most welcome in Florida where the hurricanes of 1926 and 1928, and the collapse of the speculative
land boom of the 1920s had left a devasted economy. Not only
was there widespread unemployment, but thousands upon
thousands of acres of tax-delinquent property plagued local
governments. The situation was exacerbated because much of
the virgin timber— about 16,000,000 acres, which had sustained
a lumber and naval stores industry for more than half a century,
was largely cut out by the 1930s. The Florida Forest Service had
been created in the late 1920s with encouragement from the
United States Forest Service and was just beginning its efforts
to replant the denuded pine lands. Because the cut-over land
was considered nearly worthless, hundreds of thousands of
acres of it were also tax-delinquent. Given this situation and the
lengthy relief rolls throughout the state, Roosevelt’s idealistic
program was a timely one for Florida. Using unemployed young
men to salvage the state’s lands while concomitantly helping to
sustain their families was a concept which met little resistance
2.
3.

Ibid., 32; Kenneth Holland and Frank E. Hill, Youth in the CCC (New York,
reprint ed., 1974), passim.
Tampa Tribune, January 6, 1935; Jacksonville Florida Times-Union, May 6,
1936; Alfred B. Rollins, Jr., Roosevelt and Howe (New York, 1962), 387-88.
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and considerable enthusiasm among Floridians. As the program
further unfolded it became more desirable. The CCC officials
had decided that each work camp would have about 200 men.
Since the youths required direction, “local experienced men”
would be required. Such a policy provided employment for
some 2,000 Floridians, many of whom were unemployed because of the stagnant timber industry.
The basic ideas of the emergency conservation work were
communicated by Fechner to Governor David Sholtz in early
May 1933. The director explained that the president wanted to
begin on state, county, or municipally-owned land and that he
hoped the legislature would designate profits derived from the
work be divided equally with the national government up to a
maximum of three dollars per acre. Work on privately-owned
land was to be limited to fire, insect, and disease control projects
which would benefit the general public. Although many details
remained to be worked out, and several new state agencies
would eventually be created to administer new programs growing out of the New Deal initiative, Fechner’s telegram laid the
ground work for the establishment of a system of state forests,
the state park service, the extension of existing national forests
in the state and the addition of new ones, a fire protection program extending beyond public lands to include millions of acres
of private forests, and a massive reforestation program.4
The governor consulted with state forester Harry Lee Baker
and the Board of Forestry, and Baker encouraged the governor
to recommend that the legislature create state forests because
“many owners of tax delinquent land will be willing to deed the
land to the State” for a small price. Well-managed forest land,
he noted, will produce three times more timber than they will
“in their depleted condition,” and state forests, he predicted,
will be popular in Florida where “recreation is a large industry.”
Baker further believed that Florida might get more than its
4. Tampa Tribune, May 31, October 2, 1933; Robert Fechner to David Sholtz,
May 5, 1933, Governors’ Correspondence, Florida State Archives, Record
Group 102, Series 278; William L. Wilson to Fechner, May 30, 1933, National Archives, Record Group 35, Series 2, Box 613; Jerry W. Carter to
J. Hardin Peterson, October 5, 1934, Peterson to Carter, October 6, 1934,
Fechner to Sholtz, May 5, 1933, Hardin Peterson Papers, Box 26, manuscript collection, P. K. Yonge Library of Florida History, University of
Florida, Gainesville.
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allotted quota of 3,000 men because other states would not have
established state forests as rapidly.5
Governor Sholtz accepted Baker’s reasoning, and the legislature also agreed. The state Board of Forestry was empowered
to determine which lands were suitable for reforestation, and
the trustees of the Internal Improvement Fund were authorized
to acquire such lands through donation or purchase and to improve them. Another measure exempted timber lands from taxation for fifty years once they were approved for reforestation.
William L. Wilson of the Florida Agricultural and Industrial
Relief Commission jubilantly wrote Fechner that the laws would
allow “almost any reasonable trade with you involving the use
of more men.” By October 1933, 3,500 men were employed in
twenty-two forestry camps in the state.6
In the early days of the program the acquisition of land and
the assignment of CCC camps was marked by informality and
spontaneity. In general the work was directed by state forester
Harry Lee Baker with advice from the board of state forestry.
Mrs. Linwood Jeffreys of the board and Mrs. William S. Jennings of the state garden clubs were both active in promoting
forestry work. All of the state’s congressional delegation was
involved in various ways. Assistance was provided by the state
parks branch of the United States Forest Service. Land acquisition was by purchase, default on taxes, and philanthropic donations.
One of the earliest CCC camps was established at Sebring
with headquarters in an abandoned night club. Some of the
land had already been purchased and dedicated to the public in
1931 by Margaret Shippen Roebling for a botanical garden and
arboretum. The project was offically launched with a flag-raising ceremony in early August 1933, with more than 800 people
in attendance. The project ultimately included the 1,500 acre
botanical garden and arboretum and Highlands Hammock State
Park, both of which were surrounded by 50,000 acres of state
forest lands. The men built fences, roads, fire breaks, and buildings, and set out thousands of native plants and trees. By the
time the park was taken over by the park service in 1935, visitors
5.

Harry Lee Baker to Sholtz, May 10, 1933, Florida State Archives, Record
Group 102, Series 278.
6. Tampa Tribune, May 31, October 2, 1933; Carter to Peterson, Peterson to
Carter, October 6, 1934, Peterson Papers, Box 26.
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were already appearing in large numbers. Picnic facilities were
added, and, as seedling pines became available from the Osceola
National Forest nursery, replanting began in earnest. When the
owner of the CCC camp refused to renew a lease in 1936, the
Sebring city council and the DeSoto County commission donated a sum sufficient to secure a new site and work continued.
Today, Highlands Hammock is a centerpiece of the state park
system. 7
Throughout the 1930s Floridians frequently speculated
about the possibility that CCC men might be sent from colder
climates to Florida during the winter. Dade County then had
two undeveloped park sites. W. J. Matheson had donated
Matheson Hammock in 1929, and A. O. Greynolds donated the
105 acres which became Greynolds Park in 1933. When he read
that CCC officials were indeed concerned about how to care for
their men during the winter, Dade County parks director Doug
Barnes wrote an old friend in the National Park Service— partially in jest, according to him— that Miami would be a good
place to send them. Barnes’s correspondence led to the relocation of a camp of 200 men from New York to Miami. They and
their successors improved Greynolds Park and Matheson Hammock, both of which were opened to the public in the 1930s, to
become the nucleus of an eighty-one unit county park system.
A unit from the northern region was also assigned to Royal
Palms State Park during the winter of 1933-1934 where it planted native trees and plants, built roads, fences, telephone lines,
and a lookout tower.8
Jackson County Chamber of Commerce officials saw the possibility of obtaining a CCC camp for work on the caverns just
north of Marianna. CCC assistance was soon obtained, and work
7.

8.

A. C. Altvater Report, March 31, 1936, CCC Projects, Florida SP-3, National Archives, Record Group 79; J. J. McEntee to William L. Hill, October
7, 1936. National Archives, Record Group 35, Series 2, Box 613; Tampa
Tribune, August 4, 1935; Sebring Rogers Post in U. S. CCC, manuscript
collection, P. K. Yonge Library of Florida History. Margaret Shippen
Roebling was from New Jersey. When she first saw the land around Ocala
she envisioned it as a wildlife sanctuary. She purchased property in 1931,
and in 1934 the land was deeded to the state. Highlands Hammock State
Park is dedicated to her.
Miami Herald, December 12, 1954; Jeanne Bellamy, “Doug Barnes: Creator
of Dade’s Parks,” Update 6 (October 1979), and Ida Perdue Myers,
“Greynolds Park and the Junkpile Mountain,” Update 3 (April 1976); CCC
Projects File, SP-1, W. L. Philips Report, May 1934, National Archives,
Record Group 79.
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began on what would become Florida Caverns State Park. With
an attractive system of picnic facilities and nature trails, it was
opened to the public in 1935, although work continued for three
more years. Work began on Gold Head Branch State Park in
mid-1935, when a company of veterans was sent there. A unit,
from this camp was sent to Fort Clinch where restoration of the
old military fort began. The veterans at Gold Head were succeeded by junior enrollees, and work continued there for almost
six years. The park was officially opened in 1939 with a ceremony attended by about 3,000 people. With assistance from
Congressman Robert A. “Lex” Green and a record 36,000 visitors in 1936, Amelia Island leaders obtained a separate camp
at Fort Clinch in 1937. The park was dedicated in 1939, although CCC work continued there the following year.9
Myakka River State Park had its origins in a deed of land
from the Potter Palmer estate to the state Internal Improvement
Fund. Other cut-over land was added, and when the CCC work
started there in late 1934, the park consisted of about 6,500
acres. During the ensuing seven years a succession of CCC units
built roads, picnic facilities, fire breaks, and a long earthen dam
designed to maintain Upper Myakka Lake at about 1,500 acres
during the dry season. The beauty of the park and its abundant
birdlife are well-known today, but it was equally obvious to the
forest park superintendent who wrote a glowing report in 1935,
and ended it with the admonition, “don’t let Will Rogers in on
this for California can ill afford to lose him just now.“10
When the Hillsborough County commission appropriated a
small sum for fire protection in 1934, a camp was established
near Sulphur Springs. A contingent of CCC men arrived shortly
afterward from Sebring, and work began on the Hillsborough
River State Forest. During the next two years, fire breaks, fire
lanes, and telephone lines were built, and replanting began
when seedlings became available. Other projects which received
9.

Marianna Jackson County Floridan, June 21, 1935; Jacksonville Florida TimesUnion, March 18, 1937, March 7, April 2, April 16, 1939; CCC Projects,
SP-5, John B. O’Neill Report, May 1936, National Archives, Record Group
79.
10. CCC Projects, SP-4, W. L. Phillips Report, February 1935, National Archives, Record Group 79; Bradenton Herald, October 4, 1934; L. P. Carter
to Peterson, October 5, 1934, Peterson Papers, Box 26; Bee Ridge Tent
Town Topics, n.d., 1934, CCC Files, P. K. Yonge Library of Florida History;
Jacksonville Florida Times-Union, June 11, 1937.
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CCC assistance included the Gulf of Mexico State Forest in Walton County, Torreya State Forest Park in Liberty County,
O’Leno State Park in Lafayette County, and Suwannee River
State Park near White Springs.11
What had begun, according to the CCC activities chief, as “a
very large ‘overnight’setup as a relief agency” with the overall
purpose, according to Robert Fechner, of “fireproofing” the
nation’s forests, had become the catalyst for creation of the
Florida park service. The 1935 legislature established the park
service with a director to be appointed by the board of forestry.
Fechner told a Florida audience in 1935 that it would be years—
perhaps fifty, he estimated— before the value of the CCC work
was fully recognized. His prophecy was fulfilled in 1985, when
the Park Service celebrated its fiftieth anniversary with an elaborate ceremony at Florida Caverns State Park.”
The 1935 legislature also provided for more general forest
work and appropriated $50,000 per year to acquire and replant
cut-over land. Other legislation created many county delinquent
tax adjustment boards which cleared the way for the government to purchase acreage formerly burdened with tax liens.
The immediate effect of this legislation was the establishment,
with CCC assistance,13 of a state forest along the Withlacoochee
River in Pasco County.
As the United States Forest Service and Florida Forest Service nurseries begin producing large quantities of seedlings, the
replanting program was accelerated. James C. Kircher of the
United States Forest Service announced plans to plant
20,000,000 seedlings in the southeastern United States in 1936
alone. Any private landowner who would plant 5,000 or more
trees would be assisted by CCC personnel from any camp within
forty miles of the land to be replanted. Hundreds of large and
small landowners replanted millions of trees in this way. In

11.

12.
13.

Tampa Tribune, September 14, 1933, May 18, June 11, October 7, 1934,
August 13, 1935; Jacksonville Florida Times-Union, April 4, 1943; Baker to
Sholtz, June 30, 1934, Florida State Archives, Record Group 102, Series
278.
Jacksonville Florida Times-Union, March 15, 1935; Program, Golden Anniversary Celebration, State Park Service, June 29, 1985.
Jacksonville Florida Times-Union, May 29, 1935; Tampa Tribune, April 9,
1935.

Published by STARS, 1986

7

Florida Historical Quarterly, Vol. 65 [1986], No. 4, Art. 4
440

FLORIDA HISTORICAL QUARTERLY

1938, it was estimated that more than 2,000,000 trees were being
planted annually.14
Fire protection had been a major concern of public forestry
agencies for many years, and Robert Fechner had from the outset regarded it as a major function of the CCC. Since about
eighty per cent of the nation’s forest lands were privately owned,
it was generally agreed that assistance to private owners in establishing effective fire control served the public interest. The
Clark-McNary Act of 1924 authorized the national government
to contribute up to fifty per cent of total expenditures for fire
control. Since its beginning, the Florida Forest Service had participated in the program and had undertaken educational programs to interest private owners. The availability of CCC labor
for such an undertaking greatly enhanced the popularity of this
program in Florida. It was this program which had moved the
Hillsborough County commission to appropriate money for the
Sulphur Springs camp.15
In order to qualify for CCC assistance, counties were urged
to plan for a county-wide system of observation towers and telephone lines. It was hoped that this would eventually result in a
state-wide communication and observation network. Private
land owners would be eligible to make contracts with the Florida
Forest Service for periods of three to five years, which would
provide them with “intensive protection.” The work was jointly
financed by the property owner and the state, with each contributing five cents an acre per year to build a fund for construction work, fire fighting, and equipment. Land which was not
under intensive protection remained the responsibility of the
owners, but two CCC men would be provided for each man
supplied by the local residents for fire fighting. This program
was quite popular among private landowners in Florida. Of the
twenty-three camps in Florida in 1935, ten were on private land.
Although the program was still in its infancy in 1934, Harry Lee
Baker declared that an eleven per cent decrease in forest fires
between 1932 and 1933 was due to CCC fire protection work.
14. Jacksonville Florida Times-Union, February 24, 1935, October 29, 1938;
Monticello News, December 25, 1933.
15. F. A. Wilcox to Paul Appleby, July 27, 1938, National Archives, Record
Group 16, Central Files, Camps 1938; John F. Sweets, “The Civilian Conservation Corps in Florida,” Apalachee 6 (1963-1967), 78. See also, Forests
Protected by the CCC (Washington, DC, 1939).
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He enthusiastically declared that the agency had advanced state
forestry by at least ten years after its first year of activity in the
state.16
Prominent among the private landowners who took advantage of the CCC program was the Brooks-Scanlon Company of
Foley, Florida, which initially secured assistance for fire protection of 30,000 acres near Steinhatchee. Another early project
involved 35,000 acres in Hardee County owned by Doyle E.
Carlton and others. The Philips Turpentine Company placed
26,500 acres of its Wakulla County holdings in the program.
Others included 29,000 acres in Sarasota County belonging to
Venetia, Inc., and 100,000 acres in Liberty and Gadsden counties belonging to Gulf Coast Properties, Inc. Duval County received assistance for its county-wide program in 1935. Other
counties and many other private owners followed suit in later
years. When the elimination of several camps located on private
land was proposed in 1938, the entire Florida congressional delegation wrote President Roosevelt in protest. They argued cogently that the camps were not actually “private” in that they
were performing a public service by controlling fires which hurt
everyone. The president agreed, but budgetary considerations
sometimes took precedent over logic.17
National forests in Florida were also expanded during the
1930s, and the CCC was instrumental in their development. By
1936, about 350,000 acres had been added to the Choctawhatchee, Osceola, and Ocala national forests, and the entirely
new Apalachicola National Forest Purchase Unit had been established with a total of 275,000 acres. Much of the new land was
cut-over or burned areas. The CCC was well-suited to the task
of improving these national lands. Nine CCC camps were
stationed in the national forests in 1935. Nearly 1,100 men were
then working in the new Apalachicola National Forest, replant16.

17.

Tampa Tribune, September 30, 1933, May 24, 1934, April 4, 1935; Jacksonville Florida Times-Union, March 13, October 4, 1934; Fechner to Secretary
of War, May 29, 1933, National Archives, Record Group 35, Series 2, Box
613.
H. S. Foley to Sholtz, August 6, 1934, R. R. Whittington to Baker, February
7, 1935, Baker to J. P. Newell, February 12, 1935, Florida State Archives,
Record Group 102, Series 278; C. O. Andrews, Claude Pepper, Lex Green,
Millard F. Caldwell, J. Hardin Peterson, J. Mark Wilcox, and Joe Hendricks
to Franklin D. Roosevelt, February 2, 1938, National Archives, Record
Group 35, CCC Correspondence, Florida.
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ing cut-over areas, building fire breaks, roads, and telephone
lines, and stocking the area with turkey, deer, and other species
of wildlife. They also built picnic tables, nature trails, and associated recreational facilities. An example of the latter was the
Juniper Springs recreation center, an eighty-acre facility in the
Ocala National Forest which was opened to the public in September 1935.18
An important ancillary benefit of the CCC work came when
the men at Camp Roosevelt in the Ocala National Forest discovered the site of an aboriginal village. Amateur state archaeologists
were called in and were permitted to complete their investigation of the site before the CCC men continued their work.19
The economic depression of the 1930s was aggravated considerably by a severe drought which plagued most of the United
States, but which was especially cataclysmic in the Midwest. By
early 1934, cattle were starving in great numbers in the transMississippi West, and it was decided that some of the survivors
should be transported to the eastern states which had not been
seriously affected. The Federal Emergency Relief Administration reasoned that the cattle could be fattened and slaughtered
to provide canned beef for the many persons on relief rolls. The
CCC camps were chosen to care for the cattle until they could
recover enough to be slaughtered. They were delivered to several of the camps in the national forest. For example, 3,000
were shipped to the Osceola unit. The bulk of the herd, more
than 20,000 head, was sent to the four CCC camps— Vilas,
Wilma, Sumatra, and Jewel Tower— in the recently-created
Apalachicola National Forest. Although they had little experience in herding cattle, men from the four camps stopped their
replanting and fire protection duties and began receiving the
cattle in late August 1934. Fence posts were cut from cypress
and pine, hauled to general locations along a proposed fence of
some thirty-five miles in length, and then carried by the men
and deposited at twelve-foot intervals along the designated line.
Dipping vats and corrals were also provided. Within thirty days,
the men had completed the facilities and the cattle were being
18.
19.

Tampa Tribune, April 4, 1935, March 2, 1936; Jacksonville Florida TimesUnion, November 2, 1933, August 24, 1935, March 2, June 28, September
5, 1936.
Alden L. Potter to John M. Goggin, September 29, 1948, Miscellaneous
Papers, Florida State Museum, Gainesville.
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inspected, dipped, and turned loose within the fenced area to
graze and replenish themselves. The cattle were eventually shipped to other pastures, and most of them would wind up in tin
cans. By 1934, this unusual operation had attracted national
attention, and the Vilas camp was awarded the Army and Navy
Journal’s gold medal for that year. The award was given during
each of the nineteen enrollment periods of the CCC for outstanding achievement.20
The CCC units responded well when called upon during
several emergencies. It had scarcely opened its operations in
Florida when a hurricane struck in September 1933, wreaking
extensive damage in the Okeechobee area. In response to the
request of Congressman W. J. Sears, CCC men were sent in and
did creditable work in repairing storm damage in the area.
When a fire destroyed the business district of Niceville, the entire force of 200 men from the camp in the Choctawhatchee
National Forest responded and was credited with having saved
the homes of the town from complete destruction. CCC personnel also fought a fire in the Ocala National Forest which destroyed nearly 20,000 acres. Two of the men, Benjamin F. Morris of Fort Lauderdale and William E. Papy of Tampa, were
commended for their heroic action in saving Tom Pitts of
Tampa from the fire. Although CCC personnel fought many
fires during the period, few were of the scope of that one. When
a fire broke out and consumed about 7,000 acres north of
Marianna, about 100 men responded and curbed the blaze before it consumed a 20,000-acre tract owned by the Peerless Oil
Company of Indiana. The tract was not within the fire control
district which had recently been established in Jackson County.
The enormously destructive hurricane of Labor Day, 1935, also
brought out the CCC. Several hundred men worked long hours
to rescue survivors and clean up after the storm, which killed
more than 400 people in the Keys. Four of the men— Baxter B.
Batten of Yuman, Tennessee, William H. Shaw of Miami, Douglas Reynolds of Jacksonville, and Rupert de Silvestri of Lake
Worth— distinguished themselves to the extent that they were
rewarded with scholarships to attend the University of Miami.
20.

Tampa Tribune, June 30, September 10, 1934; Jacksonville Florida TimesUnion, September 7, 1934; Wilma Slash, August 15, 1934, and Vilas
Longleaf, September 6, 1934, in CCC Files, P. K. Yonge Library of Florida
History.
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Their camp duties were rearranged so that they could attend
classes while remaining on active duty.21
Closely related to the conservation of timber land was the
goal of restoring farm land, much of which had been depleted
over the years by wasteful farming practices. The Soil Erosion
Service was reorganized as the Soil Conservation Service in
1935, and immediately looked to the CCC for a labor supply.
Using Works Progress Administration funds and CCC labor,
the Soil Conservation Service established a camp near Graceville
which worked with the farmers of Jackson and Holmes counties
in building terraces and practicing contour farming and crop
rotation.22
One of the most extensive projects undertaken with CCC
labor was the St. Marks Wildlife Refuge— originally known as
the Migratory Bird Refuge— near Newport in Wakulla County.
The Bureau of Biological Survey in the United States Department of Agriculture was placed in charge of thousands of acres
of Wakulla County and Jefferson County lands, the purchase of
which began in 1933. A camp was opened near Newport in the
summer of 1933, and work began mapping the land, building
roads, fire breaks, telephone lines, and buildings. Because of
the terrain and the purpose of the project, CCC men at St.
Marks were oblilged to construct many waterways and dams
which provided surface lakes for migrating birds and increased
the area of dry land for use by other wildlife.23
Work at the St. Marks’ site was interrupted for several
months in 1934 when General Van Horn Moseley, commander
of the Fourth Army Corps area, ordered the camp closed because of an outbreak of malaria. Company 1410 (B) F-7 had
reported 238 cases of the disease in early 1934. Because of the
unhealthy climate at the station and some complaints about lack
of discipline from several local residents, the camp was closed.
Work resumed in late 1934 from a new campsite at Woodville
21.
22.
23.

Tampa Tribune, September 6, 1933, June 26, September 24, 1935; Jacksonville Florida Times-Union, January 20, 1934, March 14, September 24, 1935.
Marianna Jackson County Floridan, December 13, 1936, January 15, 1937;
Tampa Tribune, April 23, 1935; Jacksonville Florida Times-Union, August 13,
1935.
Frank L. Earnshaw to Chief, June 27, 1933, R-St. Marks, Emergency Conservation Work, 1933, Terhune to Chief, July 28, 1938, St. Marks, FloridaBF-1, St. Marks, 8-1-C, Narrative Report, December 1939-January 1940,
National Archives, Record Group 22, Entry 139, Box 313.
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and continued until mid-1942. An open house on Easter Sunday, April 9, 1939, was attended by about 400 white and black
visitors who heard an address by Dr. J. R. E. Lee, president of
Florida Agricultural and Mechanical College in Tallahassee.24
While it is difficult to over-estimate the value of the CCC to
the environment and to state facilities such as the Park Service,
they were scarcely greater than the human benefits. As Julius
F. Stone of the Florida Emergency Relief Administration wrote
in 1934, most of the young men, as well as their parents, were
lauding the CCC as a success in its first year. In many cases it
was the first time the men had shared experiences which contributed to their social, mental, and physical development. In helping them to become good citizens, Stone concluded, the state
profited.25
When the program began, J. C. Huskinson was director of
state relief. He appointed John T. Rogers as manager of the
CCC enrollment. Rogers coordinated recruitment from twelve
districts throughout the state. The men were assembled at seventeen cities, given physical examinations, and sent to Fort Benning, Georgia, for two weeks of conditioning. They were then
assigned to the camps. A sizable number of Floridians were sent
to sites out-of-state, but there was an increasing effort to keep
them closer to home as the program matured. The first Florida
recruits were signed up on April 6, 1933, one week after the law
passed and nearly a month before any projects were approved
in Florida.26
Once enrolled, the men were obliged to remain for six
months, although they could be released in order to accept employment which would improve their situation or because of
emergencies at home. At first, they were required to remain off
the rolls for one enrollment period before they could sign up
again. This was subsequently changed. Failure to obey the rules
could, and sometimes did, lead to dishonorable discharges.
24.

H. A. Sheldon to Jay N. Darling, March 24, 1934, National Archives, Record Group 22, R-St Marks, 1934-1935; Fish and Wildlife Service Records,
WNR, Box 329, passim; BF-1, Florida, St. Marks, Open House Agenda,
April 9, 1939.
25. Julius F. Stone to W. Frank Persons, October 13, 1934, National Archives,
Record Group 35, Series 32, Box 1732.
26. Tampa Tribune, April 27, 1933; Jacksonville Florida Times-Union, September
17, 1934, April 18, 1935; C. C. Codrington to District Directors, September
16, 1936, National archives, Record Group 35, Series 32, Box 1732.
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In order to benefit from the Social Security Act of 1935, the
Florida legislature created a Board of Social Welfare which then
assumed the CCC duties formerly carried out by the FERA. By
1937, when the new board began operating, 26,076 Florida enrollees had served at least one six-month period in the CCC and
their dependent families had received $5,537,770. The new administrative arrangement caused little disruption. C. C. Codrington became the commissioner of welfare and Jack P. Horn,
who had succeeded Rogers, continued to serve as selection agent
for the CCC. An evaluation of the program in 1938 gave Floridians high marks. Frank Persons wrote Codrington that the percentage of honorable discharges of CCC youths was 69.69 per
cent for Floridians as compared to 64.2 per cent for the entire
Fourth Corps area. Only 5.65 per cent of Floridians had been
dishonorably discharged as compared to 7.29 per cent for the
area. During 1938, Dean Snyder of the Department of Labor
visited the state and reported that in both its selection procedures and its camp management, the Florida program was in
excellent shape. By that time the CCC had been reduced in size
from its 1935 high, but nearly 5,000 Floridians were still in the
program. There were 2,554 enrollees at that time in sixteen
camps in the state. One half of them were Floridians, one fourth
were from the Fourth Corps area, and the remaining one fourth
were from outside the southeast.“’
An administrative change occurred in the CCC when it became a part of the newly-created Federal Security Agency in
July 1939. During the same year there was a concerted effort to
publicize the CCC in Florida. Robert Fechner visited several
Florida communities accompanied by several state legislators
and Mrs. Linwood Jeffreys as the representative of the Board
of Forestry. Most of the newly-established state parks and the
St. Marks Wildlife Refuge observed well-publicized open
houses. They were joined in this by the two Seminole Indian
CCC camps, one located near Brighton in Glades County and
the other in Hendry County a few miles east of Immokalee.28
27. Jack Horn letter, November 23, 1937, CCC Correspondence, Florida, Fred
P. Cone to W. Frank Persons, June 23, 1937, Persons to Cone, June 25,
1937, National Archives, Record Group 35, Series 32, Box 1732; Reports
of Field Visits, Record Group 59, Box 1778; Tallahassee Daily Democrat,
April 3, 1939, Jacksonville Florida Times-Union, October 8, 1938.
28. Anne Morris Boyd, U. S. Government Documents (New York, 1941), 386;
Jacksonville Florida Times-Union, March 10, April 24, 1939.
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It was probably unavoidable that a massive national program
aimed at relieving destitute families would collide with entrenched racial customs of the state. From the earliest days,
selection quotas had been transmitted in terms of white junior
enrollees, black or “colored” junior enrollees, and veterans.
There had been early complaints that Florida’s selecting agents
had been averse to enrolling blacks, but the situation became
more acute in 1935, when Harry Hopkins, director of the
Emergency Relief Administration, insisted that all enrollees
must come from families currently registered on the relief rolls
of their communities. Hopkins’s directive coincided with a decision to nearly double the size of the CCC. Florida’s allotment
was increased to 9,500 men which delighted the state officials.
But it was perhaps a mixed blessing, as some whites believed,
since the number of blacks enrolled in the program increased
markedly. 29
National administrative officials were well aware of the delicacy of the racial situation in the southeastern states, but their
efforts to mitigate the problem probably did just as much to
aggravate the situation. CCC officials had always attempted to
assign personnel to their home states. When that was not feasible, the next best solution was to assign them to the command
area in which the state fell. Florida was in the Fourth Corps area
which included Georgia, Alabama, Mississippi, and Louisiana.
Since Florida had more suitable projects than it had personnel,
the state had enjoyed the presence of several units from other
states. Unfortunately, when the increased quota was filled, there
were more Florida youths to be assigned than there were available projects in the state. The special provisions for assignment
of black camps then came into play. President Roosevelt’s policy
regarding the matter was to require that all black CCC men be
assigned to their native state, but he also insisted that they be
assigned only with the approval of the state governors. That was
a privilege which Governor David Sholtz would have happily
eschewed. 30
When Codrington reported that 2,000 blacks would be en29.
30.

George P. Rawick, “The New Deal and Youth: The CCC, The NYA, and
the American Youth Congress,” (Ph.D. dissertation, University of Wisconsin, 1957), 157.
Fechner to Duncan Fletcher, June 13, 1935, Governors’ Correspondence,
Florida State Archives, Record Group 102, Series 278.
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rolled under the 1935 quotas, General Moseley notified Governor Sholtz that the number of black CCC camps in Florida
would be increased from four to thirteen. Three other camps
were to be manned by veterans, and white junior enrollees
would staff the remaining seventeen camps. This meant that
several units comprised of whites from out-of-state would have
to be transferred. When word of the change circulated, protests
began. Anticipating the problem, the governor had named J. G.
Tucker as “Florida Director, ECW Camps.” When he did so,
according to the governor’s secretary, he “had in mind that you
[Tucker] were to handle the matter in such a way as to protect
him [Sholtz] against criticism for approving the location of CCC
negro camps.” It did not work. A self-proclaimed “leading body
of Sumatra and Franklin County” citizens lodged a protest with
Congressman Millard Caldwell, Senator Duncan Fletcher, and
others. Fechner informed them of Governor Scholtz’s role in
the matter. The citizens then wrote the governor asking him to
“prohibit a negro company” being assigned to Sumatra. Residents of Hilliard in Nassau County, lodged a vigorous protest,
as did those of Foley, a company town of the Brooks-Scanlon
Lumber Company, near Perry.31
One of the loudest protests came from John G. Pace, owner
of extensive pine lands in Santa Rosa County. He opposed the
reassignment of a white unit which had been working at
Chumukla, if they were to be replaced by blacks. There were no
blacks in the area, he said, because they had been run out a few
years earlier during a race riot. He later averred his fear of
“serious trouble” because there was a school near the camp, and
the community was afraid to send its girls there. After the latter
protest, the black unit was reassigned to the Pensacola Navy
Yard. Pace may have had second thoughts when he was told
that “the governor has influence with the Federal government
in preventing the location of colored CCC camps, but he has
absolutely no authority in locating white camps.“32
31.

32.

Van Horn Moseley to Sholtz, July 25, 1935, J. P. Newell to J. G. Tucker,
August 6, 1935, A. C. Smith, W. B. Gregory, T. D. Branch, J. O. Smith to
Sholtz, June 20, 1935, Sholtz to Moseley July 16, 1935, Van Horn Moseley
to A. D. MacArthur, June 27, 1935. ibid.
A. D. Pace to Sholtz: September 9; 1935, Newell to Pace, September 5,
1935, Pace to Sholtz, October 9, 1935, and E. H. Lundy to Sholtz,
November 18, 1935, ibid.
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The “leading body” of Franklin County citizens dropped its
opposition to blacks when it found that there would be no more
white companies available. But, the governor viewed the protests seriously and several changes were made. White companies
at Vilas, Shady Grove, and Olustee— all in isolated areas— were
moved to Sumatra, Foley, and Hilliard, and the black units were
assigned to the unpopulated areas.33
There had been complaints from Newport and Sarasota before the expansion occurred, and both were resolved amicably.
After the sheriff visited the Myakka River camp to quell a disturbance, local residents complained of the presence of blacks
there. But, their complaints were subsequently withdrawn. J. B.
Riley of the Sarasota Herald wrote that some of his neighbors
had at first wanted to “run the negros out,” but after reflecting
that the tasks they were performing were those that blacks ordinarily did in civilian life, they changed their minds.34
The resolution of the racial difficulties at Newport was even
more satisfactory. The blacks had been removed from the camp
there ostensibly because of the yellow fever threat, but there
had been some difficulty between Fred Ladd, a Newport fisherman, and a few inhabitants of the camp over their unauthorized
use of some of his small boats. Although the yellow fever problem was real, the Wakulla County commissioners had refused
to renew the camp lease after Ladd’s complaint. The unit was
relocated to Woodville, from which place it not only continued
to develop the St. Marks Wildlife Refuge, but its personnel also
began assisting private owners in fire control and replanting.
Governor Sholtz must have been pleased when V. G. Philips of
the Philips Turpentine Company wrote that he felt fortunate in
having Camp P-77 located near Woodville to lend him assistance
in improving his 30,000-acre tract. He and Senator W. P. Shelly
of the Wakulla Turpentine Company, as well as the DuPont
Trustees, joined in expressing their hope that the camp would
be retained. Philips added that P-77 was one camp where there
had been “no criticism among the local citizens.“35
Life in the CCC camps was enriched by the quasi-military
routine which instilled good personal habits, provided extensive
33.
34.
35.

Sholtz to Moseley, July 16, 1935, Tucker to Governor, August 10, 1935,
ibid.
J. B. Riley to C. H. Schaetter, August 27, 1935, ibid.
V. G. Phillips to Sholtz, December 17, 1935, ibid.
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recreational facilities, and offered educational opportunities
both in the classroom and in the field where valuable on-the-job
training went with the daily work. The camaraderie of their
peers and, in most cases, the sense of belonging to a group
committed to a common goal did much to transform youths into
men and good citizens. In performance of their varied tasks, the
men learned how to operate heavy equipment, use surveying
instruments, make maps, perform the myriad duties related to
forestry, do most of the chores associated with construction, and
perform clerical duties. Most learned to appreciate the satisfaction of accomplishment. A number of the young men also
gained leadership experience when they were placed in charge
of the work groups, as well as the various functions associated
with camp life.
For many the CCC offered the first opportunity for good
health care. All inductees were given a physical examination,
and medical problems were corrected. The two-week physical
conditioning program at Fort Benning prepared them for a
wholesome physical program which lasted throughout their
terms in the CCC. Enrollees who suffered physical illnesses or
injuries during their tours were sent for recuperation to Fort
Taylor in Key West. They were joined there by other convalescents from the Fourth Corps area. While at Key West, they lived
in dormitories on the military base which has been constructed
by CCC personnel for that purpose.36
In addition to the educational benefits derived indirectly
from living in the camps and engaging in the field work, the
CCC men were given an oppportunity for more formal education. Partially to provide educational opportunities and as a
means of keeping the men busily engaged during their leisure
evening hours, the War Department approved a formal instructional program in May 1933. Each camp was also authorized to
have a library. At first, the camp officers taught courses which
were mostly related to forestry, but academic subjects were occasionally included. Although army leaders were at first opposed
to the idea, Director Robert Fechner soon obtained approval of
a plan for a separate educational service. In late December 1933,
Dr. C. S. Marsh was named educational director of the CCC. By
mid-1934, educational advisers were being assigned to the
36. Jacksonville Florida Times-Union, September 10, 1936.
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camps. The program was managed in Florida by the University
of Florida General Education Extension Division. P. G. Reynolds
was the state educational advisor, and he conducted classes in
1934 for the first men who became advisers in the twenty-six
camps then active in the state. Although the adviser was often
the only teacher in a camp, the program provided for one student teacher to assist him when qualified persons were available.
Occasionally, teachers were provided by the Florida Emergency
Relief Administration. The latter were paid a salary of $60 per
month during their tenure in the camps.37
One of the educational advisers’ functions was supervision
of the camp newspaper. Not only did the several men in each
camp involved in the production of the weekly or bi-weekly
papers gain valuable experience, but their efforts tended to bind
the men together by emphasizing their common experiences
through the creation of a record of camp life. Although their
printing facilities were quite primitive, and the emphasis on
form was minimal, some of the editorial and journalistic work
was innovative, energetic, and informative. One of the papers,
the Sebring Rogers Post, even became a member of the Florida
Press Association. The camp newspapers conveyed an idea of
the community spirit which developed in the units, as well as
the transient nature of the units and the camp sites at which
they served.38
Transience was the dominant characteristic of the CCC
camps and the companies which inhabited them. Sites were
built, projects were completed, and the units moved on. Sometimes units were moved to more pressing duties to be replaced
when others became available. Individuals in the units served
out their terms and were discharged to be replaced by new recruits. Yet, there was something about each camp and each company which bound the men together. The units and the camps
were always remembered, usually in a favorable way, by the
communities where they remained for a brief time before moving on to other places and other assignments. One of the first
37.

Frank E. Hill, The Schools in the Camps: The Educational Program of the Civilian
Conservation Corps (New York, 1935), 8-10; P. G. Reynolds to all commanders and educational advisers, June 9, 1934, CCC Files, P. K. Yonge Library of Florida History.
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units assigned to Florida was from New York. Its men worked
on Greynolds Park, Matheson Hammock, and Royal Palm State
Park in Dade County before moving to Highlands Hammock at
Sebring. It was replaced by another unit comprised entirely of
northern men. In mid-1935, both units were transferred to
Idaho and Oregon to be replaced at Sebring and Miami by Floridians. Another unit was sent out of the state about the same
time to Russellville, Alabama. Company 1421 spent several
months at Penney Farms near Green Cove Springs before moving to the Myakka River project in late 1934. Within weeks a
company which had originally been composed of Alabamians
and stationed at Bronson was reassigned to the Penney Farms
camp. Its new mission was to set out 18,000 acres of tung trees
near Gainesville, some forty miles away. A company from Olustee was sent to Hillsborough River site in 1935 to replace a unit
bound for Murphy, Idaho. Company 1431 was another unit of
Alabamians which had completed a replanting project near
Bronson. It was reassigned to Old Town in late 1934, to replant
190,000 acres of pine land belonging to the Putnam Lumber
Company. When ninety-four of its men were discharged at the
end of their terms, the unit celebrated its anniversary, combined
with a farewell party for those returning to their homes. The
festive occasion was capped with the distribution of a short history of the unit complete with a roster of its personnel. These
examples could be repeated many times, but the trend was toward more and more units composed of Florida men with fewer
from out of the state.39
Despite their peripatetic existence and their busy work
schedules, the CCC men remained at the same locations sometimes for months, and they had many hours of leisure time. An
active recreational program was available in the camps, and
these frequently led to travel for competitive sports. All of the
camps had baseball, basketball, volleyball, and sometimes football teams which played intramurally and often in leagues as
well. Baseball was the best organized of the sports, and teams
played other camps as well as the surrounding communities. A
typical game was the match between Newberry and Company
39.

Jacksonville Florida Times-Union, August 13, 1935; Tampa Tribune, June 27,
1934, August 13, 1935; Green Cove Springs Tent Town Topics, passim;
Green Cove Springs Cat Face, July 25, 1934; Miami Everglades, June 15,
1934, ibid.

https://stars.library.ucf.edu/fhq/vol65/iss4/4

20

Shofner: Roosevelts "Tree Army": The Civilian Conservation Corps in Florid

R O O S E V E L T S “T R E E A R M Y "

453

1431 at Perry in August 1934. The CCC men at Sulphur Springs
played the veterans from a camp near Mulberry in May 1937.
It was a major event when CCC Company 269 travelled from
Miami to Sebring, a seven-hour journey, in early 1935, to play
the men of Highlands Hammock. The occasion was an anniversary celebration of the Sebring camp at which Governor David
Sholtz was the major spokesman. The Sebring company had
travelled earlier to Sulphur Springs to play a baseball game.
The men were especially impressed when the truck stopped at
Lakeland where they had a picnic on Mirror Lake. Baseball was
the occasion for many similarly enjoyable outings during the
CCC presence in Florida. Basketball players also participated in
leagues and played teams from adjacent communities.40
Men from the camps were frequently given passes to visit
nearby towns, and camp vehicles usually provided tranportation. That was the case when Company 269 at Miami held a
dance at the Biltmore Club in 1934. For a twenty-five cents
admission, the men could attend a dance at which girls from the
Miami vicinity were in attendance. The dance ended a busy day
during which the men had directed traffic for an American
Legion parade in downtown Miami. In 1937, the Leaders and
Assistant Leaders Club of Company 449 stationed at Marietta
near Jacksonville sponsored a dance at the camp welfare building. The public was invited to attend and dance to music
supplied by a “popular orchestra.” The Camp Carrabelle Crier
announced in early 1934 that Company 1419 was sponsoring a
dance at which girls from Tallahassee, Wakulla, Crawfordville,
and Sopchoppy would join the “Carra Belles.” Company 1439
at Vilas held a similar dance in the same year which was attended
by girls from Tallahassee, Quincy, and Bristol. Another kind of
social activity was the “Dixie Minstrels” from the camp near
Olustee, a group of CCC men which performed at other camps
as well as at nearby communities.41
While the discipline in the camps was generally good and the
interaction with the local communities was amicable, there were
40.

Tampa Tribune, May 2, 1937; Jacksonville Florida Times-Union, February 6,
1935; Old Town Suwannee Ripples, August 15, 1934, Miami Everglades,
February 18, 1935, C-bring C-amp C-ourier, September 4, 1934, ibid.
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a few exceptions. Most of the incidents which occurred were
similar to the 1934 controversy between Fred Ladd and inhabitants of the new camp at Newport over the unauthorized use of
his boats, but a few were more serious. In 1934, the residents
of Lake City placed the city “off-limits” to CCC men because of
alleged rowdy behavior. That such conduct was not representative is suggested by an editorial in the White Springs Suwanee
Echoes of Company 450, condemning the culprits who had
spoiled the situation for everyone. In April 1934, eighteen men
who had just been discharged were being transported from the
camp near Carrabelle to their homes. As the train travelled across St. James Island where the men had just recently been
busily building fire lanes in the forest, three of them threw flares
from the rear of the train and started a fire. Charged with arson
by Forest Service officials, the three were arrested and lodged
in the Apalachicola jail. In 1936, three Florida youths on weekend passes robbed a lunch stand near Sebring. C. S. Dishong,
owner of the establishment, pulled a gun from his money bag
and shot at them. The three youngsters escaped, but were subsequently arrested and taken to a nearby hospital for treatment
of superficial wounds. Complaints were lodged against the
sheriff of Liberty County because his deputies had allegedly
harrassed drivers of CCC trucks and had stood by and watched
while a mob beat a CCC man near Bristol. When the Bristol
affair was repeated at Hosford the following night, the commander of Vilas camp prohibited his men from visiting Bristol, Hosford, or Telogia until he was assured of corrective action.42
By far the most serious incident occurred at Apalachicola in
November 1933. On a pass from Camp F-7 near Sumatra,
Michael Kovich was killed by a part-time deputy who had arrested him for alleged disorderly conduct. Many local residents
thought that the deputy had killed the man withoutjustification,
but a coroner’s jury exonerated the deputy. Director Robert
Fechner was so disturbed by the incident that he protested to
Governor Sholtz, but no further action was taken.43
42. White Springs Suwannee Echoes, August 10, 1934, ibid.; Tampa Tribune,
April 30, 1934; Jacksonville Florida Times-Union, April 29, 1934, July 28,
1936; Paul T. Kreager to Cheif, August 10, 1934; R.-St. Marks, Birds,
Emergency Conservation Work, National Archives, Record Group 22;
Fred L. Koosa to Governor, January 29, 1934, Florida State Archives,
Record Group 102, Series 278.
43. Fechner to Sholtz, December 12, 1933, Florida State Archives, Record
Group 102, Series 278.
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By the late 1930s the Roosevelt administration— if not the
nation as a whole— was becoming more concerned with international rather than domestic issues. Not only had many of the
New Deal domestic programs achieved their purposes, but Hitler’s aggression in Europe and Japanese expansion in the Far
East were causing serious concern. The CCC concomitantly took
on a more militaristic complexion. In late 1937, Director Fechner said that, although the military aspect had been unintentional, the CCC had created a potential army of about 2,300,000
men who were nearly prepared for military service. At the same
time, the army had developed a policy of using its reserve officers as camp commanders on a rotating basis. Apparently the
army’s purpose was to give as many officers as possible some
experience in command situations. Fred Morrell, chief of CCC
activities, wrote in 1939 that “the policy has no doubt been a
good one from the standpoint of officer training and a bad one
for the CCC.” But the trend continued, and in 1940 the “military tinge” of the CCC accelerated. As the number of camps in
Florida declined to ten, most of them were assigned to duties at
Camp Blanding and other incipient military facilities. CCC activities ceased in Florida in June 1942, and most of its property
was turned over to the army. At that time, the St. Marks Wildlife
Refuge was one of the few civilian activities left in the state.44
During nine years in Florida, the Civilian Conservation
Corps left a notable legacy. More than 50,000 young men from
poverty-stricken families were given wholesome employment,
and their families were paid stipends which permitted them to
live through the worst depression the nation has ever endured.
About $30,665,000 was spent on CCC work in the state between
1933 and 1942. The immediate and long-range human benefits,
though incalculable, were unquestionably vast. Beyond that, the
state park service was a direct outgrowth of the program and
ten parks were opened to the public because of CCC work. The
national forests were greatly extended with the aid of CCC
labor. The replanting of hundreds of thousands of denuded
pine lands helped the state’s forest industries in transition from
the exhaustive lumbering and naval stores activities of the past
44.
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to the managed forests and pulpwood industries of today. The
impetus provided to the fire control system by the CCC proved
to be beneficial to the entire state.45
The Civilian Conservation Corps evolved from imaginative
minds at a time when the nation was willing to try new programs
to solve overwhelming problems. With its legacy of success, it
was recognized then and since as one of the most popular of the
New Deal programs. Two great national resources— youth and
land— were combined in a program aimed at saving both. In
view of the nation’s present problems with unemployed youths
and an environment under siege, it would be a great benefit if
we could learn from our history about how to deal with similar
problems.
45.
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